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EDITORIAL
LEARNING FROM TOLKIEN
Many o f  u s  can  s h a re  a n e c d o te s  a b o u t  o u r s e lv e s  on o u r com­
in g  to  r e a d  T o lk ie n ,  o r  o u r  f i r s t  r e a c t i o n  t o  i t .
I  f i r s t  r e a d  The H o b b it  and The L ord  o f  The R in g s  in  1 9 5 7 - 
58 when I  w as a  J u n i o r  in  H igh S c h o o l .  I  had  b e e n  a  q u i e t  and 
i n t r o s p e c t i v e  a d o l e s c e n t ,  who had  b egun  an  e n jo y m e n t o f  s c ie n c e  
f i c t i o n ,  and  h ad  a s  f r i e n d s  a  s m a ll  g ro u p  o f  s c ie n c e  f i c t i o n  
r e a d e r s  a t  my h ig h  s c h o o l .  I  was n e a r l y  th e  l a s t  one in  th e  
g ro u p  to  r e a d  T o lk ie n .  I  had  n e i t h e r  much r e a d  n o r  much l i k e d  
f a n t a s y  b e f o r e  t h e n ,  h a v in g  a b s o rb e d  o u r  c u l t u r e ' s  g e n e r a l  d i s ­
t r u s t  o f  f a n t a s y  a s  b e in g  " i r r a t i o n a l "  and " e s c a p i s t "  o f  o u r 
" r e a l i s t i c "  p ro b le m s . I  a l s o  was v e r y  r e l u c t a n t  t o  s t a r t  a 
w ork  w i th  The H o b b it  a s  a  k in d  o f  p ro lo g u e  to  th e  m ain  b o d y , 
t h r e e  v o lu m es lo n g ! ,  my a t t e n t i o n  sp a n  up to  th e n  c a p a b le  o n ly  
o f  th e  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  in  s c ie n c e  f i c t i o n  m a g a z in e s .
The H o b b it  had  a  q u a l i t y  to  i t  I  h ad  n e v e r  r e a d  b e f o r e ,  and 
s u f f i c e n t l y  m o t iv a te d  me to  go a h e a d  and  ta k e  th e  p lu n g e .  A l l  
t h e  tim e  th e  o t h e r s  in  o u r s m a l l ^ c o t e r i e  o f a b o u t  e i g h t  w ere 
e n c o u r a g in g  m e, t a l k i n g  a b o u t  a l l  I  was to  y e t  m e e t:  th e  N a z g u l,  
B o m b a d il , M o r ia , L o r i e n ,  R ohan , G o n d o r, and  M o rd o r.
I  c o u n t  t h e  r e a d in g  o f  The L ord  o f  The R in g s  a s  th e  f i r s t  
i n  th e  s e r i e s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h a t  one w ould  c a l l  p i v o t a l ;  one 
o f  t h o s e  l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  t h i n g s  t h a t  y o u  know w i l l  a f f e c t  you  
fro m  th e n  on .
I  w o n 't  t r y  t o  g iv e  a  d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  my i n t i a l  r e ­
a c t i o n  to  T o lk ie n .  F o r many r e a s o n s  I  was n o t  e q u i p t  to  h a n d le  
w h at I  r e a d ,  b e in g  d e f e n i t l y  n o t  s o c i a l l y  a g g r e s s i v e ;  more 
s h e l t e r e d  th a n  n o t ,  and n a tiv e . T o lk ie n  r e a c h e d  me, b u t  much o f  
i t  b y - p a s s e d  th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o c e s s  and  w en t d i r e c t l y  to  th e  
s u b c o n s c io u s  w here  th e  im p re s s io n s  w ere  w e ig h ed  in  -the b a la n c e  
by  a k in d  o f  i n n e r  s e n s e  o f  h o n e s ty  and  o b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t y  t h a t  
seem s t o  i n a t e l y  r e s i d e  t h e r e .
T o lk ie n  c a p tu r e d  a q u a l i t y  I  had  n e v e r  r e a d  b e f o r e ,  y e t  
my in n e r -k n o w in g  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  i t .  My im a g in a t io n  was e x c i t e d .  
I  e a g e r l y  r e a d  a l l  th e  o th e r - w o r ld  f a n t a s i e s  a v a i l a b l e ,  b u t  th e y  
d i d n ' t  q u i t e  hav e  t h a t  c e r t a i n  e s s e n c e  an d  q u a l i t y  T o lk ie n  h a d . 
T hen one o f  t h e  f r i e n d s  in  th e  g ro u p  recom m ended th e  N a rn ia  
b o o k s  by  C .S . L e w is . My a d o l e s c e n t  sn o b b e ry  w as r e l u c t a n t  to  
" lo w e r  m y s e lf "  to  r e a d  c h i l d r e n 's  b o o k s ,  ( i  h ad  j u s t i f i e d  
The H o b b it  on th e  b a s i s  o f  a p r o l o g u e . )  B u t my im a g in a t iv e  
c u r i o s i t y  c o u ld  n o t  be r e s t r a i n e d .  How s t r a n g e  i t  w as t o  r e ­
d i s c o v e r  th e  s e c r e t  an d  in c o m m u n ic a b le  t h r e a d  o f  d e l i g h t  in  
L e w is ' N a r n ia  b o o k s  and  so o n  a f t e r  in  t h e  "Ransom " t r i l o g y ,  
w h ic h  I  had  o n ly  known b e f o r e  in  T o lk ie n .  I t  w as n o t  u n t i l  
y e a r s  l a t e r  t h a t  I  fo u n d  t h a t  L ew is and T o lk ie n  w ere  v e ry  c lo s e  
f r i e n d s  f o r  a l l  o f  t h e i r  a d u l t  l i f e .  From L e w is ' o t h e r  w r i t ­
in g s ,  he in t r o d u c e d  me t o  s e v e r a l  w r i t e r s  who a l s o  h ad  t h i s  
t h r e a d  o f  s p e c i a l  " j o y . "
One o f  th e  v e r y  m a jo r  t h i n g s  t h a t  im p re s s  me a b o u t  T o lk ie n  
i s  h i s  i n t e n s e  and d e e p  i n t e g r i t y .  I t  i s  e v i d e n t  to  me from  
h i s  w r i t i n g .  A man who to o k  f o u r t e e n  y e a r s  to  f i n i s h  h i s  
m agnus o p u s , h i s  w o r ld -v ie w , i s  th e  f u r t h e r e s t  fro m  th e  "h a c k "  
w r i t e r  t h a t  I  can  t h i n k  o f .  I t  i s  o b v io u s  he w ro t«  n e i t h e r  
f o r  fam e o r  m oney.
We, by  th e  w ay, owe a  g r e a t  d e a l  to  C .S . L e w is , f o r  i t  
i s  h i g h l y  p r o b a b ly  w i th o u t  h i s  a g e n c y  t h a t  we w ould  hav e  n e v ­
e r  r e a d  T o lk i e n .  I t  w as L ew is who u n c e a s in g ly  u rg e d  and 
p ro d d e d  T o lk ie n  to  su b m it  The H o b b it  t o  a  p u b l i s h e r .  T o lk ie n  
w as s u r e  no  p u b l i s h e r  w ould  be i n t e r e s t e d .  L ew is h a s  t o l d  
u s  t h a t  h i s  b e s t  f r i e n d  i s  a  " p e r f e c t i o n i s t  and p r o c r a s t i n a ­
t o r , "  and  t h a t  "you  hav e  no id e a  w i th  w h at l a b o r i o u s  m id ­
w i f e r y  we g o t  th e  L ord  o f  th e  R in g s  o u t  o f  h im !"
I  s e n s e  t h a t  T o lk ie n  w ro te  The L ord  o f  The R in g s  b e c a u s e  
h e  had  t o .  T h a t i s  an i n n e r  s e n s e  k e p t  h im  g o in g  to  e x p r e s s  
a d i s t i l l e d  v e r s i o n  o f  a l l  th e  e x p e r i e n c e s  and k n o w led g e  and 
l e a r n i n g  t h a t  l i f e  had  p o u re d  i n t o  h im . He c r e a t e d ,  much in  
a way t h a t  a l l  a r t i s t s  c r e a t e :  t o  b r in g  o u t and  s a y ,  w h a t i s  
v e r y  r e a l  to  them  i n s i d e .  T hose who have in te r v ie w e d  o r 
w r i t t e n  T o lk ie n  t o  a s k  w h a t i s  th e  m ean in g  b e h in d  h i s  w ork , 
he  h a s  d e n ie d  an y  h id d e n  m e a n in g . He h a s  to  sa y  t h i s  to  
p o l i t e l y  p u t  down th e  i m p e r t i n e n t  b l i n d n e s s  o f  th e  q u e s t io n .
T h ose  who a s k  hav e  m is s e d  th e  g l o r io u s  f o r e s t  w h i le  i n s p e c t ­
i n g  th e  d e t a i l e d  t r e e s .  T o lk ie n  i s  r i g h t ;  t h e r e  i s  no h id d e n  
m e a n in g . The m ean in g  i s  in  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  r e a d i n g .  Some 
f i n d  i t ;  some do n o t .
I  hav e  w o n d ered  w h a t he m u st hav e  f e l t  when b a c k  in  th e  
m id d le  5 0 ' s he was g r e a t l y  p r a i s e d  and  s u d d e n ly  made p o p u la r .
Then a g a in  I  w onder w h a t he th o u g h t  when h i s  b o o k s  f i n a l l y  
came o u t  in  p a p e r b a c k ,  an d  th e r e  o c c u re d  w h at we c a l l  now 
th e  " T o lk ie n  phenom ena" o r  e x p lo s io n ,  and  p e o p le  we w r i t i n g  
a r t i c l e s  in  p o p u la r  m a g a z in e s  w o n d e r in g  w h at was h a p p e n in g  
t o  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  He p r o b a b ly  f i n d s  h i s  y o u th f u l  a d m ir e r s  
in  A m erica  in c o m p r e h e n s ib le ,  s in c e  I  t h i n k  he p r o b a b ly  h a s
n o t  k e p t  u p  w ith  th e  s o c i a l  and  p o l i t i c a l  c h a n g e s  in  t h i s  
n a t i o n  in  th e  l a s t  f i f t e e n  to  tw e n ty  y e a r s ,  n o r  i s  i t  t h a t  
im p o r ta n t  to  h im . I  f e a r  he t h i n k s  t h a t  th e  r e a l  e s s e n c e  o f  
h i s  w ork  h a s  n o t  b een  g r a s p e d  in  o u r c h a o t i c  c o n d i t i o n ,  and 
who c o u ld  b lam e h im , w i th  a l l  th e  so p h o m o ric  p o p u l a r i z a t i o n  
t h a t  h a s  gone o n . B u t w h at he h a s  to  sa y  i s  com prehended  by 
many h e r e ," w i l l  have  many h e a l t h y  r e v e r b e r a t i o n s  in  ways we 
do n o t  y e t  f u l l y  know .
To me, The L ord  o f  The R in g s  i s  a s u s t a i n e d  im p e rs o n a l  
a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t a te m e n t  o f  th e  m a n 's  p e r s o n a l  p h i lo s o p h y  
a n d  b e l i e f .  What i s  im p l i c i t  in  The L ord  o f  The R in g s  i s  
e x p l i c i t  in  h i s  e s s a y  "On F a i r y - S t o r i e s . "
When I  f i r s t  r e a d  T o lk ie n ,  i t  w as th e  p ro lo n g e d  s u f f e r ­
in g  o f  F ro d o  and th e  l a t e r  r e s u l t a n t  j o y ,  t h a t  h e lp e d  me 
b r e a k  an a l l - e n c o m p a s s in g  s e n se  o f  b i t t e r  c y n ic is m  and a d o ­
l e s c e n t  s e n s e  o f  f u t i l i t y ,  and  made room  in  my m ind f o r  th e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  e u c a t a s t r o p h e . F o r  t h a t  I  s h a l l  be  e t e r n a l l y  
g r a t e f u l .
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